
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
THE EDGE OF SEVENTEEN

by

Alexandra Sokoloff

 


 


 


Smashwords Edition Copyright © 2011 by
Alexandra Sokoloff

Original Copyright 2006 by Alexandra
Sokoloff

Cover design by Elaine Sokoloff

 


All rights reserved.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This story was originally published in the
anthology The Darker Mask

Edited by Gary Phillips and Christopher
Chambers

 


For more information about the author, please
visit

http://alexandrasokoloff.com


 


 


 


The Edge of Seventeen

 


 


The B Building was burning.

Anna could barely catch a breath through the
smoke stinging her eyes and lungs. The wide dark halls were thick
with it, curling, wafting.

A chemical fire? Those morons from Litwack’s
3rd period lab, trying to shut down the building?

There had been a dozen fire drills since the
beginning of school.

But why were the lights out? The only
illumination was from the red EXIT signs above the side stairwell
doors. The whole building was dark… just the drifting smoke, tinged
red from the neon.

Alarm bells were ringing, but far, far
away.

And why was she alone?

Anna looked around her for what oddly felt
like the first time, blinking through the smoky gloom. The
cavernous halls were empty, no one in the open classrooms
either.

There was the sound of sobbing, though, from
somewhere, resonating faintly in the tomblike dark.



And softly, softly, screams.
Screams.

She glanced down the center aisle of the
classroom to the left of her, down the collapsing fiberglass
curtain that served as a wall between classrooms, and froze.

Male legs in khaki pants and reindeer socks
stuck out from under sweet Mr. Brooke’s desk. The legs were stiff
and still. Anna thought absurdly of the Wicked Witch of the East,
how she’d run screaming from the living room when she was five and
had first seen The Wizard of Oz on TV and those
black-and-white-striped witch legs had curled up and rolled under
the house…

In her peripheral vision, a dark shadow ran
suddenly past.

It was fast, so fast. Sinuous, snakelike.

Anna whipped around, staring down the
corridor. Silence, stillness—but a heavy stillness, live. She held
her breath, watching… and the shadow fell again across the wall. A
chill ran through Anna’s entire body.

It had two heads.

Anna unfroze and ran for the main staircase.
It felt unbearably slow, like running through sand. Like
running—

In a dream.

The alarms started to shrill, piercing,
pulsing beats.

Her breath was coming faster, her legs moving
even more maddeningly slowly. Her pulse was pounding in her head,
the sound distorted and visceral. She knew the shadow was behind
her… she could hear a double breath.

Madness…

She reached the edge of the main staircase,
grabbed the rail to pull herself forward onto the stairs—

At the foot of the staircase, on the landing,
Tyler Marsh stood looking up at her, as real as she was, perfect
profile and long dark silky hair falling into his eyes. The alarms
pulsed around them, vibrating through her body.

Run, he said, without opening his
mouth.

And she woke up.

 


The clock alarm was bleating in shrill
pulses, five a.m blinking redly from the digital screen. The
morning was pitch black. Anna’s heart was still pounding crazily in
her chest, shaking the mattress. She reached clumsily for the clock
to silence it, then lay back, dazed and groggy. The dream was
gone.

The stench of smoke was in her nose.

Shower to wash away the lingering smell of
smoke, then way too long with the hair dryer, reluctant to shut off
the warmth. She mostly avoided her own eyes in the mirror, but
sometimes, with her thick dark hair blowing around her, she was
almost pretty.

She negotiated the tiny but labyrinthinely
cluttered living room by the light of the TV screen. Her father was
passed out and snoring in the huge vile LaZBoy, empty beer bottles
scattered at his feet.

Anna grabbed a Diet Coke from the kitchen
fridge, grabbed her backpack from the hall, and plunged out the
front door into the chilly dark.

She made it to the corner just in time to
catch her bus, and rode in rumbling darkness, alone with the bus
driver and two Latina housekeepers, over potholed streets, under
the towering silhouettes of palms and old-growth trees, through
sleeping San Gorgonio.

San G was a base town, or had been until the
base was shut down in the closures of the nineties, plunging the
city into economic depression. The war in Iraq had not revived the
base. The dying town sprawled in a semi-desert ringed by mountains,
pocketed in a valley which trapped heat and smog for the entirety
of the summer, only somewhat relieved in fall by the winds Raymond
Chandler famously described as “those hot dry Santa Anas that come
through the mountain passes and curl your hair and make your nerves
jump and your skin itch.” And brought asthma and arson and
wildfires, Anna knew all that. But the winds also signaled change
and excitement, and sometimes, even, magic—like that fall in first
grade when she for some reason had brought an umbrella to school on
a cloudless Santa Ana day and discovered, walking home through the
gusts, that she could fly, actually fly off the ground like Mary
Poppins, with the umbrella open against the winds, flying. And for
one day, she was magical—

She sat up on the cracked bus seat with a
gasp.

She’d dreamed about Tyler Marsh last night.
Definitely. Definitely something about Tyler. Something she
couldn’t quite remember, but so intimate it made her stomach
flutter.

But the dream hadn’t been good. That much she
remembered. Not good at all.

Her chest tightened with anticipation and
unease as the bus shuddered to a stop in front of the high
school.

 


 


SGHS was the town’s original school, boasting
several vintage buildings and a decrepitly grand auditorium
surrounding a faded brick plaza, a core around which more modern
buildings, if you could by any stretch of the imagination call the
1970s modern, had sprouted. There was the open-classroomed,
two-story windowless monolith of the B Building, along with rows of
“temporary” trailers that had constituted a significant portion of
the school since the late sixties.

Anna made her way through the empty quad in
the pre-dawn dark. The buildings were looming shadows around her,
no lights on yet. Zero period, 6 a.m., existed so that seniors
could get in their class hours for graduation while still being
able to leave school early enough to work. Anna was cramming in all
the credits she could in the desperate hope of graduating early.
After fourth period she left the school to get downtown to her job
at the Inland Center Gap—anything to avoid going home.

The long shining corridor of the A Building
was dim and deserted, only one lit classroom at the far end of the
hall. Anna’s zero period, Problems of Democracy, was a graduation
requirement, and unlike most other classes in the school, which
were tracked according to student test scores, POD was taught on
only one level, which meant classes were mixed in a way they simply
were not for any other class. POD was technically a senior course,
and Anna was a junior, but the class was easily the least
challenging she’d ever taken, possibly in her life. The scattered
students in the large, militantly undecorated room were the
absolute dregs of the school: the dumbest of the football team,
linebacks or whatever the biggest ones were called; a few slutty
girls who seemed physically incapable of picking up their feet and
consequently shuffled noisily when they walked; some sweet-faced
Latino boys who no one seemed to have noticed didn’t speak more
than ten words of English. A good three-quarters of the class was
sleeping, heads down on their crossed arms on their desks,
including the teacher: pale, doughy Mr. Doyle. It all looked like
the courtyard scene from Sleeping Beauty after the fairies
had put the whole castle in suspended animation while Beauty
awaited the awakening kiss of the Prince.
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